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“When Spirit in Utter Dismemberment Finds Itself”
Reflections on New Confucian Philosophy and the Problem 
of Historical Discontinuity
Abstract
In this article I inquire into the question of cultural continuity against the background of 
the problem of modernity through the medium of the specific case of New Confucian phi­
losophy. I reflect on the import of the concept of “culture” from a historical point of view 
and investigate how the Hegelian notion of “Spirit” was employed by modern Confucian 
philosophers such as Mou Zongsan and Tang Junyi as a conceptual strategy in the face of 
the structural and semantic discontinuities resulting from modernization. I single out the 
symbolic May Fourth Movement in order to approach Mou’s and Tang’s attitude towards 





1. Modernity and the semantics 
  of cultural continuity
On	the	first	pages	of	his	Introduction to Philosophy,	the	professor	of	philo-
sophy	and	Hegel	specialist	Zhang	Shiying	makes	a	case	for	 the	continuing	









Zi’ang:	The past offers no glimpse of the ancients / The future shows no sign of those still to come 
/ When I contemplate the infinity of the world/ I shed mournful tears in solitude.	All	of	this	goes	
to	show	that	most	people	living	in	today’s	world	also	engage	in	philosophical	reflection.”1
1
Zhang	 Shiying,	An Introduction to Philoso­
phy	(Zhexue daolun),	Beijing:	Beijing	daxue	













































the	 increasing	 knowledge	 that,	 to	 put	 it	 in	 the	 language	 of	 theology,	God	had	
hidden	the	unity	of	creation	from	his	creatures,	even	if	the	latter	were	privileged	
by	virtue	of	possessing	“clear	and	distinct	ideas”	(Descartes).	It	is	worth	noting	
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and	ways	of	thinking	found	across	the	conquered	globe.9	That	the	particularity 
of	 communities	 and	modes	 of	 existence	 came	 to	 be	 described	 in	 terms	 of	 the	
universalized	concept	of	culture	shows	that	the	latter	is	a	fundamentally	dialecti-
cal	concept.	This	leads	to	the	paradox	that	discourse	on	culture	always	generates	
unity	(of	a	certain	community)	as well as difference	(of	one	community	vis-à-vis	





















of	 everyday	 customs,	 beliefs,	 and	 practices,	
see	Sébastien	Billioud	and	Joël	Thoraval,	Le 
sage et le peuple: le renouveau confucéen en 
Chine,	Paris:	CNRS,	2014.
3
Marshall	Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into 




When China Rules the World: the End of the 
Western World and the Birth of a New Glo­
bal Order,	London:	Penguin	Books,	2012	and	




Niklas	 Luhmann,	 Theories of Distinction: 
Redescribing the Descriptions of Modernity,	
Stanford	 (Cal.):	 Stanford	 University	 Press,	
2002,	p.	38.
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See	 David	 K.	 Naugle,	Worldview. The His­
tory of a Concept,	Grand	Rapids	(Michigan):	




ing	 at	 Home”,	 in	 Landscape and Traveling 









low	 conquistador	 Bernal	 Díaz	 del	 Castillo	
(1492–1581), The Conquest of New Spain,	
London:	Penguin	Books,	1963.
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See	Niklas	Luhmann,	Theory of Society, Vol­
ume 2,	 Stanford:	 Stanford	University	 Press,	
2013,	pp.	167–349.
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Karl	 Marx	 and	 Friedrich	 Engels,	Manifesto 





























Clearly,	 there	are	 larger	 issues	at	 stake	 in	assumptions	of	essential	cultural	
continuity	hidden	beneath	 the	homogenization	of	 the	world	on	 the	 level	of	
appearance.	As	I	will	indicate	below,	the	very	distinction	between	“essence”	
and	“appearance”	is	not	without	philosophical	presuppositions	and	historical	










of	historical	 isolation	 from	both	past	and	 future	generations,	 the	poetically	
minded	entrepreneur	 in	Zhang’s	 example	 is	paradoxically	presented	as	be-
coming	enabled	to	connect	with	the	past	and	with	tradition	through	a	sense	
of	 connectedness	with	 a	 certain	 tradition	 of	disconnectedness.	Despite	 the	
historical	distance	between	the	author	of	the	ballad	“On	Climbing	Youzhou	
Tower”	(Deng Youzhou tai ge)	and	 the	businessman	on	 top	of	 the	88-story	







































and	 of	 a	 rupture	 in	 the	 succession	 of	 the	Way	 (daotong)	 that	 should	 keep	
the	world	from	falling	into	a	seemingly	ever-imminent	disorder.	In	a	famous	


















Incidentally,	 the	 Jin	Mao	 (literally,	 “Golden	
Prosperity”)	 tower	 is	 itself	 an	 architectural	
expression	 of	 a	 quest	 for	 continuity.	 The	
American	architect	Adrian	D.	Smith	(the	man	
behind	 the	Burj	Khalifa	 in	Dubai)	who	was	
commissioned	 to	 design	 the	 building	 mod-
eled	 it	 after	 the	 iconic	 East-Asian	 pagoda.	
See	 Thomas	 J.	 Campanella,	 The Concrete 
Dragon: China’s Urban Revolution and What 
it Means for the World.	Princeton:	Princeton	
Architectural	Press,	2008,	pp.	84–86.
15
Niklas	 Luhmann,	 A Systems Theory of Re­






Translation	 quoted	 from	 Philip	 J.	 Ivanhoe,	
On Ethics and History: Essays and Letters of 
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rejection	 of	 its	main	 theoretical	 “heresy”,	 namely	 the	 historical	materialist	
SYNTHESIS	PHILOSOPHICA	
57	(1/2014)	pp.	(105–121)



































communist	 revolution	 itself	 is	 nothing	but	 a	nihilist	 process	of	 destruction	
and	self-destruction	based	on	their	complete	nihilism.	Their self-preservation 
is really nothing but the preservation of their own self-destruction.”24	 For	
Mou,	the	fundamental	mistake	of	communist	materialism	consists	in	its	fatal	
18
Reprinted	in	Supplements to ‘Impressions of 
the Times’	 (Shidai yu ganshou xubian),	 vol.	
24	of	The Complete Works of Mou Zongsan	
(Mou Zongsan xiansheng quanji),	 32	 vols.,	
Taibei:	 Lianjing,	 2003,	 pp.	 1–12.	 Hereafter	
quoted	as	Mou,	1951.
19







sions of the Times (Shidai yu ganshou),	vol.	





See	Moral Idealism (Daode de lixiangzhuyi),	
vol.	9	of	The Complete Works of Mou Zong­
san,	 pp.	 89–117.	 Hereafter	 quoted	 as	 Mou,	

















































forms	of	 knowledge	 and	practice	 such	 as	Confucianism	and	Buddhism	by	
























2. New Confucianism, May Fourth, 
























See	 Yan	 Fu’s	 (1854–1921)	 essay	 “On	 the	
Speed	of	World	Change”	(Lun shibian zhi ji)	
from	 1895,	 reprinted	 in	 Collected Writings 
of Yan Fu (Yan Fu ji),	 edited	 by	Hu	Weixi,	






vestigation into Conceptual History: the For­
mation of Crucial Political Terms in Chinese 
Modernity	 (Guannianshi yanjiu: Zhongguo 
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Kong:	The	Chinese	University	Press,	2012.
30
Joseph	 B.	 Levenson,	 Confucian China and 
its Modern Fate. The Problem of Intellectual 
Continuity,	 London:	 Routledge	 and	 Kegan	
Paul,	1958,	pp.	156–163.
31
Reinhart	 Koselleck,	 “The	 Temporalization	
of	Concepts”,	Finnish Yearbook of Political 
Thought,	1,	1997,	pp.	16–24.
32
Moishe	 Postone,	 Time, Labor, and Social 
Domination. A Reinterpretation of Marx’s 




count,	 see	Christian	Uhl,	 “What	 is	 Philoso-
phy?	On	Globalizing	Capitalism,	the	Modern	
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perhaps	somewhat	lesser	known	pieces	published	in	this	renowned	periodical,	












deontologizing	 them.	A	 historically	 sensitive	 analysis	must	 leave	 open	 the	
possibility	that	“Being”	is	not	what	it	used	to	be.	Interestingly	enough,	Wang	
used	the	very	classical	concept	of	xiang to	describe	this	temporal	bifurcation	
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nity, 1905–1911,	Leiden:	Brill,	2013.
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Arjun	 Appadurai,	 “The	 Past	 as	 a	 Scarce	
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See	The Way of Political Authority and the 
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1961,	vol.	10	of	The Complete Works of Mou 
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The Spiritual Values of Chinese Culture	
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This	 is	 apparent	 from	modern	Confucian	 reinterpretations	of	 the	historical	
significance	of	the	May	Fourth	Movement	in	which	calls	to	“smash	the	shop	
of	Confucius	&	Sons”	(dadao Kongjia dian)	resounded	with	an	unpreceden-









and	“Mister	Science”	(Sai xiansheng)	over	“Miss	Morality” (De guniang).	
In	its	antitraditional	May	Fourth	guise,	enlightenment	–	defined	by	Kant	as	
“man’s	 emergence	 from	his	 “self-incurred	 immaturity”46	–	would	 come	 to	
be	seen	as,	what	the	contemporary	Confucian	scholar	Tu	Wei-ming	calls	an	









in	Zhang’s	account	 is	a	broader	perspective	which	puts	 the	events	and	 the	
discourses	 surrounding	May	Fourth	 in	a	global	 context,	 since	very	 similar	
processes	can	be	observed	all	over	the	world	at	the	same	historical	juncture.50	
One	clear	indication	is	that	the	semantic	schemes	adopted	in	the	face	of	the	
unprecedented	 transformation	of	Chinese	 society	were,	 on	 an	 abstract	 and	
formal	 level,	not	 specifically	Chinese	at	all.	Even	among	 tradition-minded	
thinkers,	it	did	not	always	prove	so	difficult	to	interpret	the	generalized	“cul-
tural	crisis”	they	saw	around	them	as	an	intermediary	stage	in	a	larger	histo-
rical	movement,	 thereby	already	ascribing	a	certain	necessity	 to	 this	 crisis	
as	an	opportunity	for	the	“purification”	of	tradition	paving	the	way	for	the	























zhutixing].	 Only	 in	 this	 way	 can	 he	 truly	 establish	 himself	 and	 uphold	 himself	 and	 avoid	
being	washed	away.	[…]	When	he	returns	to	his	own	pure	subjectivity,	then	the	cruelty	and	























See	 Tang	 Junyi,	 The Development of the 
Chinese Humanist Spirit	 (Zhongguo renwen 
jingshen zhi fazhan),	 1957,	 vol.	 6	 of	 The 
Complete Works of Tang Junyi (Tang Junyi 





Vera	Schwarcz,	The Chinese Enlightenment. 
Intellectuals and the Legacy of the May 
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sity	of	California	Press,	1986,	p.	9.
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Immanuel	 Kant,	 Political Writings,	 Cam-
bridge:	 Cambridge	 University	 Press,	 1991,	
p.	54.
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Tu	Wei-ming,	 “Implications	 of	 the	 Rise	 of	
‘Confucian’	East	Asia”,	in	Multiple Moderni­
ties,	 edited	 by	 S.N.	 Eisenstadt,	New	Bruns-
wick/London:	 Transaction	 Publishers,	 2002,	
p.	202.	My	italics.
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See	Immanuel	Kant,	Critique of Pure Reason,	





The Limits of Change. Essays on Conserva­
tive Alternatives in Republican China,	edited	
by	 Charlotte	 Furth,	 Cambridge	 (Mass.)	 and	
London:	Harvard	University	 Press,	 1976,	 p.	
281.
50
See	Pankaj	Mishra,	From the Ruins of Empire. 






















































Confucianism	 in	 contemporary	China,	 is	 known	 for	 his	 universalist	 stance	
and	embracive	position	vis-à-vis	other	world	religions,	which	he	tries	to	bring	
into	 a	 constructive	dialog	with	Confucianism.	However,	 in	 arguing	 for	 the	
value	of	Confucianism	in	the	modern	globalized	world,	the	aforementioned	
contradiction	comes	to	the	surface	in	all	its	bareness:
“The modern West’s dichotomous world view	 (spirit/	matter,	mind/body,	physical/mental,	 sa-
cred/profane,	creator/creature,	God/man,	 subject/object)	 is diametrically opposed to the Chi­
nese holistic mode of thinking	[…]	the	Enlightenment	mentality	is so radically different from 
any style of thought familiar to the Chinese mind that it challenges all dimensions of the Sinic 
world.”58
What	 is	 striking	 about	 this	 passage	 is	 that	 any	 critical	 force	 its	 rather	 co-
mmonplace	rejection	of	purportedly	typically	“Western”	dichotomies	might	
have	is	 immediately	neutralized	by	the	fact	 that	 it	 reinstates	precisely	such	
a	 binary	 opposition	 in	 the	 form	 of	 a	 dichotomous	 distinction	 between	 the	
“West”	and	the	“Sinic	world”.	Instead	of	grounding	the	dichotomies	Tu	re-
jects	 in	 a	 “worldview”	 particular	 to	 a	 certain	 culture,	 it	would	 perhaps	 be	
more	appropriate	and	meaningful	to	try	and	grasp	them	as	symptomatic	of	a	
particular	logic	of	historical	development	that	has	affected	societies	all	acro-
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and	 epistemological	 bifurcations,	were	 unwilling	 to	 abandon	 the	 idea	 of	 a	



















Ady Van den Stock
“Kada	duh	u	krajnjoj	razjedinjenosti	pronađe	sebe”
Razmišljanja o filozofiji novog konfucijanizma i problemu 
povijesnog diskontinuiteta
Sažetak
U radu se razmatra pitanje kulturnog kontinuiteta u kontekstu problema moderniteta kroz medij 
posebnog slučaja filozofije novog konfucijanizma. Iz historijske perspektive ispituje se uvoz 
pojma ‘kultura’ te istražuje kako su moderni konfucijanistički filozofi poput Mou Zongsana 
i Tang Junyija koristili hegelijanski pojam duha kao konceptualnu strategiju suočavajući se 
sa strukturnim i semantičkim diskontinuitetima koji su nastali modernizacijom. Pri tomu se 
posebna pažnja posvećuje simboličkom Pokretu četvrtog svibnja kako bi se približilo Mouovim 
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Ady Van den Stock
„Wenn der Geist in vollkommener Zersplitterung sich selbst findet“
Reflexionen über die neue konfuzianische Philosophie und das 
Problem der historischen Diskontinuität
Zusammenfassung
In diesem Artikel stelle ich Untersuchungen an über die Frage der kulturellen Kontinuität vor 
dem Hintergrund des Problems der Modernität durch das Medium des spezifischen Falls des 
neuen Konfuzianismus. Vom historischen Standpunkt aus befasse mich ich mit der Bedeutung 
des Begriffs „Kultur“ und untersuche, wie moderne konfuzianische Philosophen wie Mou Zong­
san und Tang Junyi die hegelianische Notion des „Geistes“ als konzeptuelle Strategie angewen­
det haben, und zwar im Lichte der aus der Modernisierung resultierenden strukturellen und se­
mantischen Diskontinuitäten. Dabei würde ich die symbolische Bewegung des vierten Mai her­
ausheben, um an Mous und Tangs Einstellung zur historischen (Dis)kontinuität heranzugehen 
sowie auf die zeitgenössische Bedeutung ihres philosophischen Unternehmens hinzudeuten.
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